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(Invite the children to the front. Read the children’s story Amos and Boris, about a mouse and a whale becoming friends.)
The story Amos and Boris by William Steig is a story about friendship – unlikely creatures getting together. Children’s stories are often profound adult stories in disguise. It takes only a nimble leap of the imagination to see that the story of Amos and Boris is what church is all about – unlikely creatures, getting together, affirming that we have for more in common than we have in conflict. At our best, the church ought to be a "Society of Friends," as the Quakers call church.
I have long been impressed that the Quakers took their name from John 15 when Jesus said, "No longer do I call you servants. Now you are my friends." 
What does Jesus mean? In that day being a servant of Jesus was a great honor. But the word "servant" could also be translated "slave." To be a slave of an important person was a high honor. But Jesus sees the injustice in a top-down relationship, so he turns the system upside down. "My disciples will not be my slaves or servants, but my friends."
To understand what Jesus is saying, we have to sort through our connotations of the word "friend." Acquaintance, chum, buddy, colleague, neighbor. We sometimes hear people say, "There are friends, and then there are friends." There are fair-weather friends, those who hang around as long as the sun is shining and there’s no hardship. But we know that our real friends are those who show up and stay with us when we face trying circumstances – a storm in our life, an illness, a death, a crisis. Can they stay with us when there is nothing to do but wait?
I’ve long loved the story about the 8-year old girl whose favorite doll was smashed in an accident. Her friend heard about it and told her mom, "I’m going over to Suzie’s house." Mom asked, "Are you going to help her find another doll? The little girl said, "No, I’m going to help her cry." That’s being a friend. William Sloane Coffin, when he was Chaplain at Yale, went to the local hospital to visit the aged former chaplain who was critically ill with pneumonia. The older man knew that Coffin was there, but was unable to speak. "Don’t talk," Coffin said. "I’m going to sit with you for an hour." And he did. His being there was a source of comfort and strength.
As we said last Sunday, Jesus longed to be in relationship with his disciples. He wanted his energy to flow into them, and he wanted their energy to flow into the lives of each other and those around them. He wanted them to learn to be friends. But he also knew that they were ordinary human beings. In his hour of crisis in the Garden of Gethsemane, Jesus asked his disciples to stay awake with him while he goes to pray. They can’t take the pressure, and they fall asleep in this critical hour.
But even the failings of the disciples did not prevent Jesus from moving toward his goal of friendship. "What a friend we have in Jesus, all our sins and griefs to bear."
The remarkable thing about a friend is that by their presence with us, they literally lift our spirit; they give us energy. They can rejoice with us when we’re celebrating, and they can weep with us when we’re sad. There is a give and take --- talking and listening, laughing and crying. In short, a friend accepts me – just as I am.
In this sense, friendship may be the purest form of human relationship. In the same conversation when Jesus said, "You are my friends," he also said, "Love one another." The possibility of unconditional love is always present in friendship. This past week a long-time member of this church, Margaret Copeland, died. She had been confined for many years; but she had a friend and "daughter" in Carol Barnhill who spent large amounts of time with her. Carol said, "I have been blessed. The amazing thing about Margaret’s friendship is that it was ‘totally unconditional.’" No strings attached. No manipulation. No demands.
When you have a friend like this, you are indeed blessed. My childhood friend, Bud Sanders, died of cancer when we were 29. We played Little League baseball together and both of us worked as bagboys in a local grocery story. When he died, the family asked me to lead his funeral service. In that emotional service, I told of Bud’s many letters to me through the years, letters which he always signed "Your Friend with a Capital F." In one of his letters he wrote, "A friend is rare and precious, and there are too few in the world. Friendship is the earth’s most precious gift." Capital F Friend.
How do we develop a Capital F friendship? We can take a lesson from another children’s story, The Little Prince, by Antoine de Saint-Exupery. You may recall that this is a story of a prince and a fox. The two are discussing various things when the fox describes his life as monotonous, boring, pleading with the little prince to tame him. If the prince would tame him, "it will be as if the sun came to shine on my life… Please --- tame me!" he said.
"I want to, very much," the little prince replied. "But I have not much time…I have a great many things to understand."
"One only understands the things that one tames," said the fox." People have no more time to understand anything. They buy things all ready made at the shops. But there is no shop anywhere where one can buy friendship, and so people have no friends any more. If you want to be a friend, tame me…" 
"What must I do, to tame you?" asked the little prince.
"You must be very patient," replied the fox. "First you will sit down at a little distance from me – like that—in the grass. I shall look at you out of the corner of my eye, and you will say nothing. Words are the source of misunderstandings. But you will sit a little closer to me, every day…"
 
 
The next day the little prince came back. "It would have been better to come back at the same hour," said the fox. "If, for example, you come a four o’clock in the afternoon, then at three o’clock, I shall begin to be happy. I shall feel happier and happier as the hour advances. At four o’clock, I shall already be worrying and jumping about. I shall show you how happy I am! But if you come at just any time, I shall never know at what hour my heart is to be ready to greet you…One must observe the proper rites…" (pp. 83-84, Harcourt, Brace, Jonavich paperback)
How do we respond to someone who "tames us," who accepts us just as we are? We are drawn to them, the way people were drawn to Jesus. In many of our relationships we are wary of each other; we think the other person wants something from us. They may be using us. They want us to behave in a certain way. The relationship is conditional. When we leave being with that person, we have less energy. But some people love us exactly as we are. They accept us "just as I am," and that relationship gives us energy. It fills up our bucket of well being. 
In this sense friendship may come closer to mirroring the acceptance of God, the acceptance of Jesus. Paul Tillich reminded us that what God does for all of us is to say, "You are accepted." Not "if you do this or if you do that." You are accepted. Period. It is this basic acceptance that led Moses to speak with God as to a friend. (Exodus 33:11) Can we think of ourselves as being "a friend of God."
Once I can take it in that God accepts us – ant that a human person accepts me, warts and all, then I can be at ease – with myself, with that other person. I am home. I can value myself as a much loved person. This is why it is so important that each one of us has someone in our life who is crazy about us—someone who accepts us and loves us. When I know this, then I have more to give. I can reach out from the overflow of a full self. 
Jesus knew that true friendship means taking risks, being vulnerable. To make yourself vulnerable means to be knowable. "I am willing to know and love you, and I am willing to be known and loved by you." (That sentence ought to be in our church covenant.) That means we will disclose who we are, rather than concealing ourselves. This is what Jesus meant when he said, "I have disclosed all to you that I know from God. I have made myself vulnerable – which means, "woundable."
In friendship we are looking for 1. acceptance, 2. a place to be vulnerable, and 3. a relationship of equality. Friendships do not survive with a topdog-underdog relationship. Friendship is not made from a dominant-submissive power structure. It is this principle which finally led this church to withdraw from the Southern Baptists. We don’t believe that wives should "graciously submit" to their husbands, or vice versa. Now this past week Southern Baptists announced their plans to exclude women from being pastoral ministers, which is an outrage—an injustice--- especially since the first proclaimers of the good news were women. "He is risen," they said, and that makes them the first preachers of the resurrection. Among Jesus’ best friends were women who gladly helped spread the good news.
We may think of friendship as a self-serving relationship that enhances my personal life. That may be partly true; but the ultimate outcome of friendship is wholeness, freedom, love for both persons that then ripples into the wider community. On a wider social scale, if we could ever learn to be friends – especially with those who seem different from us, we would begin to bring peace instead of distrust and hostility. During the civil rights era, I heard one man say, "Once you have a friend who is a person of color, you can never hold hatred for that person or discriminate against them." 
Isn’t this true when we have a friendship with any person who may be Hispanic or gay or lesbian? When I was about 12 years old, people found out that I could sing, and they began inviting me to sing for the book club meeting and the civic club meeting. My piano accompanist was a wonderfully talented student, about two years older. We developed a great friendship. Later I learned he was gay. Given my friendship with him, that information about him did not in any way change my respect for him or create a barrier. It was like learning that he was left handed or had brown eyes. When someone is your friend, there is acceptance. 
This week our Kostroma mission team leaves for Russia on a friendship mission with our sister church in Kostroma. Our Russian neighbors are different from us in various ways – differences of custom, class, language, experience. But I predict that our group will come back with new friends in this country that Ronald Reagan unfortunately called "the evil empire." Friendship breaks down barriers. Friendship widens the circle.
The way to peace is through friendship, and I’m grateful for our members who are undertaking this significant friendship mission.
The care of a capital F friend is a great blessing; but it is no guarantee of a cure to our ailments, no guarantee of a solution to our problem. But what a Friend can offer is the assurance that "I will be with you through thick and thin. I will be with you no matter what is going on ---pain, party, illness, boredom, depression, or delight." 
To have a Friend like that is a great grace. Jesus was interested not in developing servants or bosses; he came to show us how to be friends--- across every barrier.
What a gift! Thanks are to God!
Amen.
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